Robert Koch was awarded the Nobel Prize for medicine in 1905 thanks to his identification of the bacillus associated with tuberculosis. Christoph Gradmann\'s intellectual biography of Koch, is not, however, the typical celebratory work that one might expect to mark this centenary. Indeed, *Disease in the laboratory* is a paradoxical book, being a biography of Robert Koch without really being a biography at all. What it offers is a new look at the history of microbiology from the perspective of this trail-blazing figure in the field, using various episodes from Koch\'s life to illustrate different features of this sphere of scientific research. Thus, Gradmann sets out to place Koch\'s scientific work in its historical context, underlining two important points; first, the radical novelty of medical bacteriology as a field of research, and second, its rapid growth during this period. Indeed, by abandoning medical practice to dedicate himself to microbiological research, Koch was taking a considerable professional risk in the 1870s. Nevertheless, Gradmann hypothesizes that the field of medical microbiology had become so crowded a few decades later, that one of the likely motives for Koch\'s scientific expedition to East Africa in 1905--7 was to escape the overly competitive research atmosphere of Berlin (and particularly his least favourite disciple, and fellow Nobel laureate, Emil Behring) for the fresh colonial fields of exotic disease.

The book is constructed around Koch\'s work on tuberculosis (for which he received his Nobel Prize), and more specifically the development and use of tuberculine, the unsuccessful treatment for the disease, launched by Koch in 1890. Here, Gradmann raises a number of interesting practical and ethical questions with respect to Koch\'s research and his publications. What Koch\'s contemporaries held against him was not so much his medical experiments on human subjects (on himself and his colleagues in the first instance), but rather his leading the scientific world to believe that tuberculine came out of his research into the curative use of antiseptics, while in reality it was an attenuated strain of the tuberculosis bacillus. Indeed, Koch held out for weeks before revealing the secret, exposing himself to numerous criticisms in the wake of the treatment\'s rejection by a growing portion of the medical profession. There are, of course, interesting parallels to be drawn with Pasteur\'s "private science" that Geison has described in his study of Koch\'s great rival (*The private science of Louis Pasteur*, 1995).

The treatment of Berthold Schmidt (supposedly infected with sleeping sickness by a laboratory rat in 1906) provides an interesting continuation of the theme of the ethics of human experimentation in the early days of medical microbiology. This unfortunate laboratory assistant received an experimental treatment with atoxyl (developed by Ehrlich and tested by Koch in Africa). This treatment and the subsequent doses of mercury medicine illustrate not only the faith in the potential of chemical medicines at this time but also the acceptance of what would come to be regarded as excessively toxic interventions by prestigious doctors such as Dönitz, Wasserman, Ehrlich, and Koch himself.

The closing section of the book deals with Koch\'s scientific voyages. It starts with Koch\'s expedition to Egypt and India in 1883 that produced another famous discovery---that of the cholera bacillus. This is followed by an account of Koch\'s trips to East Africa towards the end of his career to investigate sleeping sickness. While it is necessary to make organizational choices, Gradmann\'s decision to treat these voyages together despite the fact that they were separated by over twenty years might be a source of confusion to the unwary reader. Nevertheless, there are ample rewards for the careful reader in the form of stimulating reflections on the interrelations between empire, conquest, war and disease that have been explored in some of Gradmann\'s earlier publications.

In conclusion, therefore, *Disease in the laboratory* uses Koch as a means to investigate several features of the nascent field of medical microbiology. Thus, a reader who wants the details of Koch\'s life, including an account of his scandalous second marriage will have to look elsewhere, as will the non-German-reading public. What Gradmann does offer, however, is a serious, thoroughly documented account of Koch\'s major areas of research placed in context. This contextualization consists at the same time in framing the issues in terms of contemporary research in history of science, and placing Koch\'s science in the context of nineteenth-century laboratory and clinical experimental practice. Thus, while it may not be appropriate for the uninitiated, Gradmann\'s "biography" offers a fascinating account for those who want a sophisticated intellectual history of Koch informed by recent approaches in the history of science.
